"Thinking Eases the Pain": Lois Lowry's Son and the Giver Quartet's Resistance to Secular Puritanism
The publication in 2012 of Lois Lowry's Son came as a surprise to many, the previous three installments in the Giver series having been repackaged by their publisher as a "trilogy" in the eight years following Messenger, which had seemingly concluded the set. Son seems also to have reopened some old wounds. Critical responses to The Giver (1993) had been sharply divided and strongly politicized, ranging from glowing tributes to its progressivism to condemnations of its conservatism, and if the instances of praise have predominated in number, they have been equaled in strength by the rhetoric of the book's detractors. Even as some, such as Carrie Hintz, assert that The Giver "honor[s] dissent and agitation . . . and combative questioning of . . . society" (255), others aver, as Susan Louise Stewart has it, that it "fails to address alterity, reinforces cultural continuity, and actually diminishes opportunities to think in terms of difference" (26). Following Stewart, Angela Hubler's response to Son-which is also a critique of the series as a whole-holds that the novel actively "discourages collective efforts to improve on [the status quo]." Indeed, she posits that the American Library Association awarded the Newbery Medal to The Giver specifically to "ensure that children in the United States continue to treasure the ideology of individualism" (228) .
My 2013 article in this journal, "On the Possibility of Elsewhere," focused on Lowry's concern with the spiritual in what was then the Giver Trilogy, arguing that "the trilogy evokes themes and motifs conventionally identified with the religious" in order to interrogate religion's ideological partitioning. In "pitting secular and religious assumptions against each other," the series "generate[s] a productive critical ambivalence through which delegitimized modes of interpretation may be reclaimed as tools for the thinking of selfhood and otherness" (139). In the process, my argument contested readings that would displace the novels' own pointed critical circumspection with a demand for monolithic ideological purity. In this article I extend that reading to the fourth installment, arguing that far from refusing to engage with material and collective concerns, Son continues to develop the quartet's 1 nuanced consideration of the complex (and certainly not simply antagonistic) interrelationship between individualism and collectivism. Here, too, Lowry approaches this interrelationship through a distinctly postsecular lens-one that is, in John A. McClure's formulation, "at once critical of secular constructions of reality and of dogmatic religiosity" (ix) and skeptical about binary constructions that mark the religious and the secular as mutually exclusive. While continuing to explore how individual consciousness, as a foundation for action, is shaped by concerns for the common good, Lowry sharpens her focus here on the function of belief as a component of this process, making the case that an ethical thinking of selfhood and otherness requires cognitive capacities that transcend the limits of conventional rationality.
Children's and young adult literatures are frequently, and rightly, subject to ideological scrutiny because of their capacity to shape developing minds. But however susceptible books may be to an ideological reading, however ideological their "unconscious" may be revealed to be, their heteroglossia and polyphonytheir capacity to signify broadly and even inconsistently-enables them to function as a space within which readers may explore ideas for themselves (guided in this journey though they may be), which arguably is at least as valuable in the young reader's ethical development as any linear prescriptivism. One might think here of Margaret Wise Brown's engagement with, and provocation of, her readers' intelligence in books such as Mister Dog (1952) . The reader here is pointedly informed that the "little boy" does not share his chop bone with Crispin's Crispian, despite the dog sharing his bone soup with the boy, and no judgment of this difference is offered by the text. Trusting that her audience is not in desperate need of another lesson in the importance of sharing, Brown instead devises a situation that readers might want to question-though this also means allowing that they might not. Lowry's Giver series, which is aimed at a considerably more sophisticated reader, actively encourages this kind of intellectual engagement, with each book offering a different perspective on the complex relationships between the individual and society, the desirability of choice and its costs, and the religious and the secular.
But it is precisely this resistance to totalization that leaves the series susceptible to critiques that, insisting firmly on one imperative over another, find fault with these novels for not doing the same. We are not dealing here simply with disputes over the meaning of a book, for such readings signify ideological commitments that precede any critical encounter with the text; they concern not only what the books are, but also, implicitly, what they ought to be. These excessively prescriptive stances reproduce the structures of power implicit in what George Steiner calls the "judicial authority" and "ordering, magisterial focus" of the critic, which are liable to render the text (and, by extension, its reader) perpetually subaltern (438, 443) . Such rhetorical violence is of par-ticular concern when directed at texts whose own stance is one of resistance to ideological foreclosure.
As I argued in my earlier article, The Giver contests the false certainties of Jonas's world by opposing to it a denouement that simultaneously evokes both ambiguity and the spiritual, proposing thereby a practical interrelationship between them: specifically, the imagining of Elsewhere simultaneously as a kind of heaven and as a particular other place, such that Jonas's physical journey and his developing ethics provide momentum and direction for each other. Having spoken for the desirability of the spiritual in society and against its suppression by the state, the series then approaches the problem from an entirely different direction, with Gathering Blue (2000) warning of states that involve themselves too much in religion. Messenger (2004) reapproaches the philosophy of statehood by framing the state as a product of the collective will of the people, thereby positioning resistance to its policies as a function of voices among other voices. Through this move, individual spirituality is made answerable to the common good, which results in an improvement to the state. Son, I argue here, executes a yet more thorough reconsideration, though one directed to the same end, in performing a kind of "reset" on the series so as to contend more directly with the nature of spirituality itself, which is framed as a form of practical wisdom. Such readings become unavailable, though, when the texts are forced through a historical materialist mincer or viewed through a lens that focuses too narrowly on Lowry's affirmations of individual agency, as if individualism and collectivism were somehow mutually exclusive and as if the series did not clearly and repeatedly show individuals directing their individual agency to the welfare of others and the common good.
In contrast, Kenneth Kidd's more nuanced reading proceeds from a recognition that " [i] deologically, The Giver is an ambivalent text" and that "it's easy to miss the critique of heroic individualism central to the book"; The Giver, he argues, "is at once the pleasurably familiar story of the special/gifted boy, and a critique of that story" (143). Carter F. Hanson has likewise proposed that "Lowry does not intend just to recuperate twentieth-century individualism," even if The Giver to some degree "endorses the values of the past" (56). This ambivalence is evident particularly in Jonas's journey following his escape from his community, which articulates a subtle and sophisticated thinking-through of the nature of selfhood-explored by Jonas in much the same way that the series as a whole does, by revisiting prior conceptualizations and reconsidering them from different perspectives. Though Jonas, the story's gifted and heroic individual, commences his journey with a "yearn [ing] for choice" and with no "regret at leaving the community behind" (173, 163), his thinking undergoes a considerable transformation as his distance from the community grows. (It is the import of passages such as this, where ideas are not reified but contingent and in flux, that is evidently missed by those committed to hunting out ideological impurity.) As hunger begins to wrack Jonas's body, and he experiences "desperate fears" that he and the infant Gabriel might starve, he begins to suspect that "when he had had a choice, he had made the wrong one" (171, 173) . But when he considers that choosing to stay would have meant, in effect, choosing for Gabriel to die, Jonas decides that "there had not really been a choice" (173). In other words, the very fact that he could choose meant that there was no possibility of not choosing and that his choice, ethically, had to be directed to the protection of the child who could not choose for himself. While Jonas's journey thus begins with an individualist impulse, it is a first step on a journey culminating in selflessness on a messianic scale. This is not a particularly complex narrative move, but absolutist readings such as those discussed above seem reluctant to accept any validation of individualism at all, and they consequently miss the transformation that follows.
Such journeys are, of course, characteristic of young adult fiction, the protagonists of which do not tend to proceed from stable, resolved philosophical positions but must work through to conclusions that may themselves be temporary and transitional. When Jonas begins to fear that he will not be able to save Gabriel after all, he finally ceases "car[ing] about himself," directing his energy solely toward the welfare of the infant (173). And though his ongoing journey takes him farther from his community and deeper into aloneness, it is also the mechanism by which the cultural memories transmitted to him by the Giver are released to the community, "for the people," "to return to the people of his community" (169, 175), such that his journey away from them is simultaneously a journey into self-sacrifice in order to ensure their well-being, just as it is to ensure Gabriel's. Discovering one small memory of warmth still within himself, Jonas feels "[f]or a fleeting second that he wanted to keep it for himself," but again, his learning consciousness discovers instead "a passionate yearning to share the warmth with the one person left for him to love" (176). An individual's capacity to choose, Lowry seems to say, has meaning only when it is used in cognizance of the needs of others. It is difficult to see, then, how one might conclude, as Stewart does, that Jonas's "flight from his community is nothing less than a return to the humanist subject position . . . where the individual takes precedence over the community" (25). Individualism is certainly affirmed in this series, but never does it take precedence; it is strategic or, at worst, born of ignorance and subsequently expanded upon, part of a human process of thoughtful and ongoing reengagement that cannot take place without the freedom to make choices that might later want review. Lowry is not much concerned with the laying out of totalizing ideological programs.
Lowry Performs a Reset on the Philosophical Territory
Son is the tale of a young woman, Claire, required by her society to serve as a "birthmother," a breeding machine fulfilling her community's need for reproduction without the messy complications of love, passion, sex, and genetic uncertainty. In the first of the novel's three "books" (titled "Before"), despite concerted measures taken to prevent bonding between birthmothers and their babies, Claire suffers an intractable longing for the infant now permanently removed from her and assigned to a "parental unit" (77). Having gained access to the child by subterfuge (she fabricates a reason for volunteering in the Nurturing Center), Claire hears that another boy has fled the community and taken the baby with him. Panicked, she leaps aboard a supply boat-seemingly the only connection between this community and a world beyond-and sets off to find him. The older boy, we understand, is none other than Jonas, the hero of The Giver; and the baby is Gabriel, whose impending euthanasia (he had been deemed too weak) has forced Jonas into an early implementation of the escape plan that he and the Giver of Memory had been preparing. Claire's plan to find Gabriel is temporarily derailed, however, when in book 2 ("Between") the vessel on which she has escaped is shipwrecked, and she finds herself alone, her memory erased. She is taken in by the inhabitants of an isolated village. Eventually recovering her memory, she sets off once again to find her son. In book 3 ("Beyond"), Claire has arrived at the village where Jonas and Gabriel now live (the setting of the third novel, Messenger) along with Kira (from the second novel, Gathering Blue).
My argument in "On the Possibility of Elsewhere" is that each of the works in the original trilogy offers a differently focused examination of the place of religion and/or spirituality in society. I propose here that, in detouring its protagonist through "Between"-in temporarily locating Claire in a place geographically unconnected to each of the series' other settings, and in having her become dissociated, through her amnesia, from her prior enculturation-this final installment performs a kind of "reset" of the theoretical territory marked out previously in the series. Each of the earlier novels had explored an alternate permutation of the relationship between the material organization of society and individual spirituality, specifically by contending with a "distorted" orientation of that relationship which is demonstrated to be contrary to the interests of society as a whole and the individuals whom it comprises. The possibility of a healthy society, while hinted at in all of the first three works, is only ever gestured toward as a temporary or exceptional condition, or as an elusive one actively to be worked toward. The Giver ends with an ambiguous suggestion that Jonas's labors have not been in vain, since he imagines hearing music coming from the place that he has left. Gathering Blue ends with a hope that the three gifted children Kira, Thomas, and Jo, having come to understand how power is reproduced in their community, might be able to use their talents to intervene for the benefit of their village; this hope is symbolized by "small living shoots" of woad and Kira's instinct "that they would survive" (238). This device, too, evidences Lowry's provisionalism and resistance to totalizing ideological formations: in contrast to the protagonist of The Giver, Kira sacrifices herself not by leaving her community when given a chance to escape, but by remaining in it. Lowry warns the reader thereby not to become too attached to the symbolism of being or not being with others, but to think rather on the complex of circumstances under which such choices are made. Messenger ends more optimistically, with the collective efforts of Matty, Kira, and Jonas (now known as "Leader") having saved their village from a descent into cruel selfishness, though the reader witnesses the subsequent recovery only through Matty's visions of it as he dies. As with the ending of The Giver, this hope is symbolized through a vision of people singing together (185).
The village of Son's "Between," however, seems always to have existed in a state of societal health. It is not entirely utopian-utopianism is for Lowry an aspiration, not a permanent outcome, and ordinary human frailties such as jealousy and avarice persist (143). There are public "disgraces," such as "a woman [who] took up with her sister's husband" and "a fisherman who was caught stealing from his own brother" (220), and unwed mothers are considered "stained" (196) . But these are small scandals soon forgotten, relatively minor disruptions compared to the atrocities found in the series' other settings, and this village thus suggests what society might look like when personal spiritual concerns and the material organization of society are not shaped by mechanisms of control that distort their relationship into something harmful to the individual or the community. This is a place where people cooperate, with little real conflict, in a relatively harmonious subsistence economy. As such, it provides a means of contextualizing the earlier works, of establishing a baseline against which the failures (and successes, such as they may be) of each of the other communities can be gauged. At the core of this examination is an emphatic restatement of the primacy of mind itself, an attention to mind's capacity to continually map into being the conditions out of which individual and collective health may proceed and toward which they may bend. But while Lowry locates this restatement once again in the space of the spiritual, this middle section is significant for its complete divorce from the fantastic; the reader is to understand that the capacities described here have a reality beyond the text.
Each of the preceding books centers on a gifted individual: specifically, one capable of recognizing injustices where others cannot and of acting to disrupt the mechanisms that sustain them. In each case, this giftedness consists, in part, simply in these characters having by some means evaded total cultural indoctrination. Jonas's capacity to "see beyond"-which manifests first as an ability to see the colors that others cannot perceive-indicates that the multiple methods used to control consciousness (genetic engineering, social conditioning, pharmacological suppression of natural impulses) have in his case not entirely taken; "seeing beyond" thus comes to imply "beyond ideology" (Giver 63). Likewise, Kira and Matty are uniquely able to recognize the power structures operative in their respective communities. Realizing that the guardians "were forcing the children to describe the future they wanted, not the one that could be," Kira is able to intervene in the reproduction of power specifically by imagining alternate futures outside of those prescriptions manufactured by the state's ideological apparatuses (Gathering Blue 212). In Messenger, Matty sees what others cannot: that the Villagers are harming themselves through the avaricious, individualist consumption unleashed by Trade Mart, that "Mentor," for example, "has traded away his deepest self " (75). Out of such understanding Matty is likewise able to intervene, recognizing that the collective harmony of the community is concomitant with the psychic health of the individuals whom it comprises.
But in each of these cases, this capacity is also associated with what we would conventionally consider a supernatural ability. Jonas is able to find his way through unfamiliar terrain, in the darkness, in the midst of a "blinding" snowstorm, because of "a special knowledge that was deep inside him" (Giver 174-78). Kira weaves designs "that she could not have created, that she had never known or heard described," but that "come about almost magically, as if the threads had spoken to her, or sung" (Gathering Blue 45, 29-30). Matty repeats Jonas's messianic saving of his community, but where the famously ambiguous ending of the first novel leaves question marks over the nature of Jonas's sacrifice, 2 this time Lowry removes all doubt as to the hero's supernaturalism: "[He felt] the power in his hands enter, pulsating, into the ruined world. He became aware, suddenly, that he had been chosen for this. . . . He rose. He floated above, weightless, watching his human self labor and writhe. He gave himself to it willingly, traded himself for all that he loved and valued, and felt free" (Messenger 166). But Claire's escape from the effects of indoctrination is unique in that no supernatural capacity is needed to explain it. When she "fails" as a birthmother (actually, the system has failed to detect her susceptibility to birth complications) and is reassigned to the fish hatchery, an oversight means that she is not returned to the usual routine of medication imposed on everyone except pregnant women. Consequently, she experiences ordinary human affection and longing for her child.
The absence here of any supernatural consideration has two important effects. First, it shifts the emphasis in part to the power of indoctrination; one does not need magic to see the "truth," one just needs not to be pumped full of lies. Whereas Jonas finds himself driven by a mystical consciousness of his Elsewhere, Claire simply wants to find her child-a desire that emerges naturally in the absence of its suppression. Second, avoiding the supernatural allows Lowry to reapproach the twinned subjects of belief and magic in such a way as to suggest a place for them within conventional reality.
Claire's removal by shipwreck to an unfamiliar place, and the simultaneous loss of her memory-"It was more than the loss of memories. She had no knowledge" (153)-effectively completes a process of deculturation that begins when she stops taking her medication. It permits her to discover her own consciousness anew; put another way, it permits Lowry to position the reader so as to observe this process taking place. To the extent, then, that the reader's own mind focalizes through this consciousness, the reader is drawn not only into empathy with Claire (which serves a narrative purpose in itself, heightening investment in her journey), but also into seeing through the lens of Claire's developing consciousness. Lowry's focus here is on how mind shapes reality. Ontology, she suggests, is largely constituted by belief-not only in some truth of what is, but also in possible futures, such belief having the effect of reorganizing a person's present reality around that belief. Belief is not passive, we see, but an active intervention in reality.
But while Son specifically foregrounds belief as a mode of mental intercession, Lowry's interest in faith has been evident throughout the series. The Giver presents a world in which religion in any form has been eradicated by a totalitarian state, and the use of quasi-Christian imagery through the novel's ambiguous ending (the Christmas tree that Jonas glimpses, and his messianism, his self-sacrifice, and his vision of a heaven witnessed through his coming death at the top of a hill) suggests that, like "colors, animals, rain, music, libraries, and sexual relationships" (Wend-Walker 140), spirituality-in one form or another-is likewise something that it is desirable to recover. Moreover, a rudimentary spirituality is pivotal to Jonas's leaving in the first place. His escape from a state-imposed ideology of "Sameness" (an escape meant also to effect the ideology's radical disruption) is possible only because he is uniquely able to conceive of difference at all, which he mythologizes as "Elsewhere," a place so radical in its difference that it cannot be thought of in terms of the Same and must, therefore, be imagined mythologically. (This capacity is developed through a kind of laying on of hands when the Giver transmits memories to him.) Jonas's eventual apparent discovery of a family in a warm home singing around a light-decorated tree (loving families and singing having been eradicated from his community) signifies his arrival at Elsewhere as a possible/ actual geographical location, while also affirming the utility of his imaginative projection both as a kind of compass ("Jonas felt more and more certain that the destination lay ahead of him. . . . None of his senses confirmed it" [174] ) and as a means of sustaining the hope needed to overcome the obstacles to reaching it. At the same time, the possibility that he has merely imagined having arrived at such a place (it may be that he has in fact collapsed in the snow and is hallucinating; the language used to describe the house, trees, lights, and family suggests a "vision" as much as actual seeing) signifies that the utility in imagining "Elsewhere" as a longed-for but materially unproven destination justifies its projection even beyond death. Elsewhere, that is, might also be Heaven, a sort of carrot-and-stick, a provocation to a forward mental movement that is pointedly and emphatically unbounded.
In Gathering Blue, Lowry moves us to another village that, as the reader will later realize, is somewhere in the vicinity of Jonas's community. Here, religion is co-extensive with the state; within this crypto-theocracy, true personal spirituality is possible only at society's margins, and when detected it is violently shut down or else co-opted as an ideological apparatus to serve the preservation of state control (Wend-Walker 143-47). Theocracy, Lowry thus demonstrates, can be as harmful as the state eradication of religion that she critiques in the previous novel. Yet an individual capacity to conceive of otherness and to disrupt state control is again emblemized as spiritual, particularly in the mystic gifts of Kira, Thomas, and Jo, which stand in stark contrast to the machinations of the state, however much the latter may ape religious practice. A free spirituality, then, is abrasive to both an atheistic state and a religious one. (Lowry's postsecularism is particularly evident here.)
In Messenger, the state is less a concrete agent than a product of its constituents' choices. It neither abolishes religion nor garbs itself in it; it exercises no control of either kind. Individuals are free to engage independently in a practice that, while clearly suggestive of an economic marketplace (Trade Mart enables the villagers to leverage personal resources for the acquisition of whatever they desire, however vain and superficial it may be), is also deeply mystical-specifically, Faustian. When people use this magical power to serve highly individualist ends, the cumulative effect is that Village, once open to all outsiders seeking refuge, moves to wall itself off from them. Here, it is the failure of the state (that is, of collective action) in regard to the spiritual that results in the state as an entity (here, Village) ceasing to concern itself with broader humanity. When the community had worked as one, Village was a place where people seeking a home were healed, their "haunted, desperate attitudes changing to something more serene" (77). Having forsaken its collective harmony, Village itself must be healed by a smaller but stronger and more determined collective. The whole is subsequently healed, along with individual villagers, who feel "lesions fade, as if they had been cleansed away" (167). In each of these cases, individuals direct a quasi-religious capacity to imagine better possibilities specifically into the well-being of their community and beyond.
Importantly, all these communities are in some proximity to each other; we find in Messenger that characters from the first two works have traveled by bicycle or foot to the village of the third. Claire's narrative will likewise merge with the earlier books when she, too, arrives at this place in book 3-but not before the narrative takes a substantial detour through book 2. The village of "Between," in stark contrast to all other locations in the series, is entirely disconnected cartographically. As Claire arrives at this place by accident, having been shipwrecked in a storm, neither she nor the reader has any sense of where or how far she might have traveled, or any means or measure by which to locate this place in relation to the others. What is more, the village itself is geographically isolated, bounded on one side by the sea and on all others by "forbidding," virtually insurmountable cliffs (135). And when Claire does later arrive at the village where Gabriel, Jonas, and Kira now live, the narrative tells us nothing at all of her journey there from book 2's village; the reader knows only that it has been facilitated by a powerful, mystical figure, who would seem to have magicked her there. (This, the reader later realizes, is none other than Trademaster, Messenger's Mephistopheles figure; in return for his assistance, Claire must give up her youth, and she appears as an old woman in book 3). Her journey to the world of Messenger is thus stripped of all materiality and geography, preserving the seaside village's effective disconnectedness from any other place in the series, despite her having managed to climb out of it. (Notably, it is only when she has done so that the supernatural re-enters the narrative.)
Mythologically conceived, this is a healing place, untainted by outside corruption, anchored firmly in the natural, and set off from the rest of the world so as to preserve its mythic function symbolically in the narrative.
This function is both necessitated and made possible by Claire's own cultural severing, for she brings to this place no knowledge of any other way to be, and must, as an amnesiac sixteen-year-old, 3 learn from scratch what it means to be a person in the world. The setting that Lowry has provided for this labor is, as mentioned above, socially unlike those that came before, being remarkably stable and peaceful, an "isolated place where" (in another twist on The Giver, where stability is entirely manufactured, and where Sameness equates to the loss of a cultural soul) "time didn't matter, for nothing changed" (135). Lowry thus creates cultural conditions that had previously only been glimpsed at the edges of her fictional world. She inserts, in effect, a blank human canvas into a space conducive to what we are to read as the development of a natural, healthy condition of humanity.
The predominance of herbal medicine throughout book 2 repeats and reaffirms an emphasis on the natural introduced by Lowry in The Giver's final act, where Jonas's escape from a world of indoctrination, drugging, and climate control is an escape specifically into a place where he is able "to look with wonder at wildflowers, to enjoy the throaty warble of a new bird nearby, or merely to watch the way wind shifted the leaves in the trees" (172). It is redolent, too, of the psychic healing at the end of Messenger, though here without that book's supernaturalism. Tended to by Alys, the village healer, Claire becomes her helper and by default her apprentice. In time, she remembers having a son and becomes determined to find him. She is then trained to climb the cliff-a training that takes perhaps five full years of highly committed, focused attention-by Einar, the only person in the village who has managed to surmount it, but who had himself become crippled in the process. Claire thus undergoes two distinct phases of training in the village. Taken together, they articulate a conception at the very heart of the series: that reality is constructed by the mind, and that material labors to change material reality must follow corresponding alterations in one's mental constructs. Such changes, Lowry suggests, must entail recognition not only of the mind's analytical and descriptive capacity-its ability to comprehend material conditions and to devise effective material responsesbut also of the primacy of mind itself within that process, as a performative agent able to reconstruct reality rather than merely to observe and describe it.
Pragmatism versus the Programmatic: Lowry Invokes the Meta-Rational
It is a particular and consistent interest of Lowry's throughout the series, then, that the desire for improved circumstances, coupled with a willed belief in their possibility-"hope," we might say-functions both constatively and performatively in producing material change. In The Giver, this outlook is evident in Jonas's pursuit of "Elsewhere," which, in a culture of Sameness, signifies both whatever is not the Same and the possibility of some specific other place to which one might travel. In Gathering Blue, it is symbolized by woad, the source of blue dye, which in this culture is an extraordinary and rare color, and which symbolizes (like Jonas's blue eyes) a barely conceivable possibility of rethinking the terms through which reality is constructed. In Messenger, where society was once hospitable, warm, and sharing, the hope is for a lost but possibly recoverable welcoming openness, expansive collectivism being clearly positioned as the most desirable of outcomes.
The first phase of "Between," Claire's apprenticeship, commences with her own healing by Alys, who, embracing Claire as a daughter, rubs the "trembling creature" dry, feeds her herb broth, and gradually restores her to health (137, 136). Alys introduces herself to Claire: "I have birthed many among our women and few died in the birthing; they say I have the firm hands and the feel for it, and I also lay out the dead and sometimes can heal if the sickness is not beyond healing" (138). We first see Alys at this healing work when she and Old Benedikt walk together, Alys gathering raspberry leaf for a pregnant woman, Bryn, who has previously miscarried; sometimes the leaf, Alys says, "tightened and held a pregnancy" (144). As she strips leaves, Old Benedikt asks, "Is there no herb for memory?" Alys gives him a piece of bark from another tree and instructs him: "Chew, and think back." He recalls details from a distant time and asks whether the bark might help Claire's amnesia. Alys tells him, "The bark does naught. . . . It's only the turning your mind to it." Positioned as the first demonstration of Alys's healing, this reference to the placebo effect permeates all the references to follow. The reader learns that a pillow of pine needles "soothes the sleep" (174), that an herbal tea of "blue vervain and chamomile" will "soothe . . . panic" (176-77), that "wild sunflower roots simmered in spring water" will ease a cough (179), that an "[i]nfusion of goldenseal eased the sore throat that sometimes afflicted fishermen" (183), and that "[w]hite willow brings relief " from pain (193) . While most of these remedies are known to have pharmacological effects, 4 the implication is clear that some component of belief is necessary to their successful employment.
Lowry makes a particular point of this requirement through one of the final incidents of healing that the reader witnesses Alys performing. Just as the first half of "Between" commenced with Alys's concern for Bryn's pregnancy, it closes with the successful birth of Bryn's child. Preparing for the birth, Alys instructs Claire to bring a knife, and Claire asks what it is for. "Some say it eases pain to lay a knife beneath the bed," Alys tells her. Claire asks whether this belief is true; Alys shrugs and says, "Likely not. But if the person thinks it, then the thinking eases the pain" (188). Depending on the reader's disposition, this comment might be read as dismissive of folk beliefs, as illustrating an incorrect one-which, in conventionally rational terms, it is-or as endorsing a kind of charlatanism. But Lowry has clearly laid out a world in which (a) healing is needed, (b) the only medicine is folk medicine, and (c) the use of symbolic materials to invoke states of consciousness conducive to healing is demonstrably effective. This is where Lowry engages directly with the metarational: if a false belief can be utilized to produce a desirable outcome, and if doing so is performative-which is to say, if it makes the belief become a true one-then it may be irrational not to so use it.
As the one other incident in which particular attention is given to the role of the mind in healing, this moment with the knife bookends the first phase of Claire's development. It also places an especial emphasis on the primacy of mind, for this treatment, unlike the herbal remedies that precede it, has no pharmacological component at all. The successful birth of a child under unpropitious circumstances is thus shown to be facilitated in part by belief alone. The knife is significant, too, for its association with Claire's own experience of giving birth, her caesarean section having left her with a scar that features repeatedly in the narrative (13, 193-94, 210, 213) . Claire shudders upon seeing Alys pack a knife among her herbs (187), and at the birth she suddenly cries out in panic, "Don't cut Bryn!" (190) . This episode finally prompts Claire's remembrance of her own child's birth, and while the recollection leaves her "weeping" with "memory and loss," the transfiguration of the knife's symbolism from the traumatic to the facilitative signifies also the commencement of Claire's own rebirth, a movement into psychic healing at which she arrives through her participation in delivering Bryn's child (191) .
The second phase of Claire's training follows immediately upon the first. Having remembered her son, she dedicates herself to finding him, though doing so will require the all but impossible task of surmounting the cliffs. Of course, Claire only needs to do this because Lowry has put her at the bottom of a sea-rounded precipice and given her no other way out. But while this isolation is integral to the bracketing of Claire's time in the village, it also insists, in both a physical and a psychological sense, that her journey out must be difficult, that preparing for it should require a long, committed period of arduous training. Given the repeated references to healing in the preceding half of "Between," and specifically to the placebo effect, Claire's training now by Einar can be understood as both divergent from and continuous with her training by Alys. The reader is to understand that while these labors are outwardly highly physical, they too are consonant with the cultivation of a state of mind. Her training for the ascent does not simply strengthen Claire's muscles and prepare her for specific challenges; it is a reorganization of her mental being around a goal. When her training is finally completed, Einar will tell her: "I've given you what's been in my mind for all these years. . . . I have a map in my mind and I've given it to you" (236). This "giving" is reminiscent of the Giver's transference of mental images to Jonas in the first novel, and it is this transference of a set of possibilities, of successes conceived of but not yet won-of belief-that produces Claire's lifting of herself from out of this mythologically set-off healing place and into the resumption of her journey.
The final major turn in Lowry's exploration of the spiritual takes place after Claire finally masters the cliff. She encounters there Trademaster, and the reader now learns that Einar was crippled not by a fall from the cliffs but by the deal that he had been deceived into making when he reached its summit. Claire knew this while making the climb, and with this forewarning, she now enters knowingly into a transaction that will deliver her to her son but also rob her of her youth. Taken alone (as it often is), The Giver can be read as affirming traditional Christianity, which is how Clare Bradford, Kerry Mallan, John Stephens, and Robyn McCallum have read it: they see the novel located "firmly within a Western imaginary where Christianity is naturalized as foundational to symbolic and ideological formations" (109). But while this use of a devil figure may also be consistent with Christian symbolic formations, Claire's conscious and successful negotiation with him is not. Where Gathering Blue had stressed independent spirituality and resistance to religious authority, and Messenger warned of the dangers in trading off part of one's being, Lowry now has Claire knowingly making a deal with this darkest of spiritual forces. Together, these turns articulate Lowry's full intellectual commitment to her subject, her faith in her readers' capacity to explore this space critically, and her strong resistance to any impulse that, whether in the name of religion or of secularism, would reduce the available parameters to a condition of ideological puritanism.
Claire's choice is vindicated, at first in part and then finally in full; although as a consequence of her trade she can expect to have only a few precious years in which to see her son, and although she resolves, once there, not to reveal herself to him at all out of a concern that "he would feel obligated to tend her in her remaining days," she is willing to pay this price (304). It is a surprising outcome in some ways, for no good can come of it for Gabriel, who meanwhile makes plans to find his mother, not realizing that she is already present; the net outcome ethically could be judged as negative when considered against a full life of contribution to the community that rescued her. But Claire does in the end speak to Leader-Jonas-and together they support Gabriel's final vanquishing of Trademaster. This joining of forces undoes his toxic spell, restoring Claire to her right age, drawing together an extended family, and saving Gabriel from his dangerously over-ambitious plan to leave in pursuit of the mother who he has not realized is already there.
Critics are right, of course, to detect the trace of individualism running throughout this series and to question its intersection with the cultural forces to which young adults are subject. But "individualism" is semantically overdetermined: it can mean caring only about one's immediate self; it can mean tribalism, care for a select community that effectively mirrors one's individualism. Individualism can mean embracing the cause of equality while in practice remaining preoccupied with the socially safe construction of one's persona-with winning approval, protecting professional investments, and avoiding censure from influential friends or associates (what has come to be known as "virtue signaling"). It can mean forming a cult of personality around some one individual, which might happen whatever that individual's ideology.
But it can also mean accepting personal responsibility, recognizing that even collective action requires individuals to step up, to inspire, to organize.
Claire's choice can certainly be understood, at least in part, as selfishly individualist. With her departure, the elderly Alys must begin training another girl, as " [t] he village would need someone to take Alys's place [and] it could not be Claire" (225). But here too we see the trouble with "either/or" thinking, for Claire's actions can also be seen as entirely other-directed and as entailing considerable self-sacrifice. It is suggested that, were she to remain in the village, she would handfast with Einar, with whom she has developed a great mutual fondness (217). Even as their affection grows, Claire recognizes "the futility of it for them both," and as they work together on her training she realizes that "part of life was passing both of them by"; he too makes a sacrifice so that she may find her son (217, 226). Alys herself insists that Claire "must" leave in order to find him (194) , and this judgment contextualizes Claire's choice to depart from this community, positioning an outwardly self-oriented imperative in such a way that it would be crass to condemn it. Her decision, Lowry suggests, requires no ideological justification or apology. A mother seeks out the son forcibly removed from her, and this imperative is sufficient in and of itself.
Some critics of Son, considering that our society emphasizes individualism and choice too much, seem not to want these values celebrated at all. But this is an ideological and programmatic response that fails to comprehend the text as a complex, polyphonous, dynamically alive thing, instead simplistically treating it as an object whose only valid function is to repeat and reaffirm a prescription. Moreover, such prescriptions often demand a misrepresentation of reality, with individualism as such (rather than a more properly conceived-of excess of it) positioned as intrinsically opposed to community. The series offers more here, I suggest, as a guide toward the actualization of collective harmony than do the critiques finding fault with it for its supposed failure to do so.
signs that are incorporated consciously and unconsciously into their usage, as opposed to the mere reduction of them to active chemical components. Still, I am including here some information supporting the use of those natural medicines described by Lowry. She could have chosen remedies that lack scientific support, or even made them up, so it seems significant that she has chosen medicines that are used in this community without scientific backing (thus suggesting a component of belief) but that also have a demonstrable pharmacological effect. Raspberry leaf "may be able to produce more coordinated uterine contractions and thus be beneficial" (Holst, Haavik, and Nordeng 205) . Pine needles have "huge potential . . . in insomnia treatment" (Shi, Dong, Zhao, Tang, and Zhang 294) . Chamomile "resulted in the significant inhibition of GAD [Generalized Anxiety Disorder] activity" (Srivastava, Shankar, and Gupta 898) . While I am unaware of any use of sunflower root to ease coughs, the seeds are commonly used "in the treatment of bronchial, laryngeal, pulmonary affections, coughs, colds, and in whooping cough" (Ariharan, Parameswaran, Prasad, and Devi 123) , and it has been found that their extract "has extensive potential to reduce the asthma" (Bashir et al. 232) . Goldenseal exerts "anti-viral and anti-inflammatory effects," and "at high concentrations . . . inhibited the growth of influenza A" (Cecil, Davis, Cech, and Laster 1712) . And of white willow, Mohd Shara and Sidney J. Stohs note that "studies support the use of willow bark extracts for their analgesic and anti-inflammatory activity" (1115).
